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Reviving a ‘dead’ river: a cultural

event to celebrate legacy of Yamuna

Sree Chakral
NEW DELHI

The Yamuna, a river that
environmentalists consid-
er ecologically dead in Del-
hi, will now be the focus of
a cultural push to renew
India’s civilisational and
socio-religious  connect
with its waterbodies.

Come September, the
Indira Gandhi National
Centre for the Arts (IGNCA)
will host a cultural pro-
gramme on the banks of
the river in Delhi, under its
special project — Riverine
Cultures of India — that be-
gan in 2018.

The highlight of the
event will be a short festiv-
al of films on waterbodies,
shot by children from
across the country.

The programmes will in-
clude a photo exhibition
comparing the Yamuna of
today with what the river
was like 50 years ago; sym-
posia on various aspects
such as ecology and con-
servation of India’s rivers
and their importance in
the country’s heritage; and
an exhibition themed on 15
ghats across the country in
Sanjhi or paper stencil art.

The larger project is fo-
cusing on six rivers right
now: Ganga, Yamuna, and
Sindhu in the north; and
Krishna, Godavari, and
Cauvery in the south. Dates
of similar events on the
other rivers are not known.

On edge: The Central Pollution Control

Board declared the river

‘almost dead’ in 2015. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

IGNCA has been
tasked with
conducting the

festival as a pilot
for a bigger project

The project envisages fes-
tivals celebrating rivers in
different cities, a study on
these rivers in their con-
temporary context, and
workshops along the banks
involving = environmental-
ists, cultural historians, an-
thropologists and folklo-
rists. They hope to develop
a major study on riverine
cultures, along with one on
the mythical river Saraswa-
ti to “understand its impor-
tance in the evolution of
human cultures”.

As of now, festivals have
been organised on the
banks of the Ganga in Mun-
ger (Bihar), Godavari in
Nashik (Maharashtra),

Krishna in Vijayawada
(Andhra Pradesh), and
Hooghly in Kolkata (West
Bengal).

An effort to reconnect
Sachchidanand Joshi,
Member Secretary, IGNCA,
said, “We in Indian culture
look at rivers very diffe-
rently. We have an emo-
tional bond with them. In
many places rivers are
worshipped; there is a reg-
ular connect with society.
A river influences the so-
cio-cultural life of the en-
tire region, whether it is
cropping pattern, festivals,
or religious rituals.” He al-
so feels that India is “losing
that connect very fast” and
this project is an effort to
reconnect with rivers.
Sources in the Ministry
of Culture said that the go-
vernment has tasked the
IGNCA to conduct the cul-
tural festival as a pilot for a

bigger project on ' the !

Yamuna.
The Yamuna's con-
fluence with the Ganga and

the mythical Saraswati at |

Triveni Sangam in Praya-
graj is one of the country’s
most important pilgrimage
spots for Hindus.

However, the river had
been declared “almost
dead” by the Central Pollu-
tion Control Board (CPCB)
in 2015 citing untreated
waste flowing into it from
several cities along its
banks.

The definition of a river
is that it must have life,

which is measured by its '
capacity to dissolve oxy- |

gen. The dissolved oxygen
content in the Yamuna as it

- passes through Delhi is

Zero. ‘

Environmentalists feel
that before recreating a
cultural connect, the go-
vernment needs to take
measures to bring the river
back to life. “The Yamuna
in Delhi is in such a state
that letting children do
anything on its banks
might harm their health,”
says Vikrant Tongad, foun-

der, Social Action for For- .

est and Environment
(SAFE), who has worked

extensively towards the

conservation of the river.
He added that the govern-
ment needs to think of pro-
tecting the river’s flood
plains before planning any
kind of major event there.
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